THE QARA MOUNTAINS

involved. The disputants would settle by my tree, a ring
of gollywog mountaineers, half-kneeling, with one hand
resting on the muzzles of their upright rifles. They would
begin peaceably enough, though with no sign of laughter,
and with a running babble of voices, unlike the typical
Arab gathering, with its major intervals of silence. Suddenly
the tone would change, one man rising in his place and
gesticulating wildly, to be met by another who would get
up and harangue his adversary with an intensity that surely
presaged trouble. Everybody now seemed to start shouting
and nobody to listen. On this occasion a small boy tugged
at his father, one of the most excited disputants, to come
away. The others shouted gibes at the man as he went.
Suddenly he turned round and walked back towards
them.

'Zir-r-r-r-r-r-r-r-han alaik* he snarled, drawing his
forefinger across his teeth, a challenge to someone to come
and fight it out, presumably with sticks or rifles, and the
challenged one jumped up excitedly and fingered the bolt
of his rifle, but wiser counsels among those present prevailed,
and the parties were separated.

As in most tribal societies in Arabia, hukm al hauz or
system of precedents and ancient sanctions is the law.1

This varies regionally, but is generally based upon the
eye-for-eye principle, that the punishment may fit the
crime. A recent example was told me by the Governor of
Dhufar. A certain man was going on a journey and took

1 The Shara' or Islamic code is distasteful to them, and runs only in the
coastal townships where the government imposes it by force. It may be
resorted to, elsewhere, in matrimonial cause, but civil disputes and crimes
are the province of the hauzy who is the tribal law-man, holding office not
infrequently by inheritance. He may, or may not, be the tribal shaikh.
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